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[0:00:00]
TW:

TRANSCRIPTION

Today is Monday, May 2nd, 2022. My name is Todd Welch from the Merrill-Cazier Library
Special Collections and Archives. This morning we are interviewing Mike George, Director of
Support Services and Risk Management; and Jarrod Larsen, Risk Management Coordinator for
Facilities at Utah State University. This is another oral history interview for the COVID
[coronavirus disease] Collection Project. Joining us on the interview is morning's interview is
Tameron Williams, the COVID [coronavirus disease] Collection Project graduate intern. Good
morning, Mr. George and Mr. Larsen.
So, let's start by asking when you started your careers at Utah State University, and what were the
various positions you served during your USU [Utah State University] careers? Why don't we
start with you, Mr. George.

MG:

Okay. Man, that starts clear back when I was a student. I came up here to school. I started on the
Move-In Crew, did that while I was a student, for Facilities. I've got a degree in accounting and
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was looking for an internship, moved into the Business Office for Facilities part time and then
was offered a full-time position. I did that for a couple years and then moved to managing,
purchasing, and warehouse, receiving, and then have kind of collected up other roles and
responsibilities, warehouse and support, well, surplus sales and waste management, recycling, the
support service functions.
About seven years ago, I was asked if I would take on the risk management role as well. So,
roughly seven years ago, picked up the title of Director of Risk Management. And like I said, I
came up here to go to school, and I never left.
[0:02:02]
So, I've been at the university for going on 26 years, 27 years, and a little bit longer if you count
some of my hourly time frame.
TW:

Mr. Larsen, how about you?

JL:

It's pretty much a similar story, sort of. I came to school here. I was actually in theater. My
background is theatrical lighting design. And I started part time as stage crew in the Fine Arts
Center and over years worked up to be the director of Production Services, and then, about seven
years made a switch into risk management knowing nothing. And so, this was my 25th years. So,
it's been a while.

TW:

And how long have the two of you worked together?

JL:

Seven years.

MG:

Has it been seven? Then I've probably had Risk Management probably nine, which is crazy, for a
little bit longer, going on eight.

TW:

So, when we talk about Risk Management Services at Utah State University, what does that all
entail as far as the roles and responsibilities? What's your average work week look like?

MG:

You know, some of it is transactional. I mean, there's the traditional kinds of things. It's if there's
an insurance claim or insurance-related issues, we deal with that, whether that's a vehicle
accident, property loss, you know, a liability claim. But it also includes a lot of just working with
apartments. Hey, what should we be thinking about? What are the concerns? What are the issues?
We spend a lot of time talking about what are the risk mitigation? What can we do to mitigate
risks?

[0:03:58]
You know, we deal a lot with students. They'll call and say, "Hey, we want to do this activity."
And we try really hard never to start from a position of no. So, they have an activity. They have
an event, the Howl, for instance. Okay. Well, if we're going to do this, then what are the strategies
to mitigate risk, whether that's from, you know, adequate supervision, or cameras, or changing the
event up in such a way that it reduces some of the risk?
And, you know, some of that, the benefit of 25 years in various different entities and diverse
experiences really benefits that. You can ask why does theater and lighting design, how does that
help risk management? I don't know if it helps risk management, but the experiences, the
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relationships, the knowledge, the, you know, knowing how the university works, departments,
how they interact, that is almost priceless.
TW:

Do you have anything to add, Jarrod?

JL:

No. It's big job, and it's something new every day. It's not what I thought when I stepped into risk
management.

TW:

Does it just include risk management in your purview, just the Logan campus, or is it all
statewide campuses?

JL:

It's all statewide campuses, yeah. My first phone call this morning was a flood down in Blanding,
Arts & Events.

MG:

There's water down in Blanding?

JL:

Inside.

TW:

In the building.

JL:

In the building.

MG:

Oh, in the building.

TW:

I lived 14 years in Flagstaff, Arizona, so I've been to Blanding serval times. Okay. That gives us a
good kind of picture as to what the role and the responsibility of Risk Management Services at
Utah State University, and the scope, and all the players.

[0:05:58]
So, prior to March of 2020, what was Risk Management Services occupying their time with as far
as major initiatives, or projects, or annual planning? I mean, I'm sure that you had some kind of
annual that you presented to the director of Facilities on what you would be spending most of
your resources and time on. What did that look like in the fall of 2019 early spring or early winter
of 2020?
MG:

Two projects come to mind. One is International Travel and trying to get that up and going, youth
protection, and freezers. I mean, those are pretty broad strokes, but those are probably three
projects that were on the horizon that we were actively working towards with we had just put
together what – We'd spent a couple years going through some committees, putting together some
new university-level policies for protection of minors, international travel, volunteer services.

JL:

And the background check.

MG:

Yes, background checks.

TW:

So, in late 2019, on the international stage, I know it was on the national news as well, there was
a virus that originated in China and soon left the borders of China. And it actually showed up in
other countries around the world, and lo and behold, in late January of 2020, it actually appeared
in the United States.
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I know that discussions in late February, early March that President Cockett had with upper
administration about what exactly the impact would be at Utah State University. When and where
did Risk Management Services become part of those discussions?
[0:07:59]
JL:

It was a Sunday night. It was a phone call from the president.

MG:

Yeah, it was early on. I remember being at church, and I believe it was Mica out of Legal Counsel
called and said, "Hey, listen, we're meeting in Champ Hall. You really, you probably need to be
here to understand what's going on." And being young and naïve, I guess –

JL:

We should up.

MG:

...showed up and said, "Hey, yeah, we're here to help," really not knowing what was going to
transpire, how we were going to move things forward. And, yeah, it was interesting.

TW:

So, what were some of those first discussions that – I mean, and I'm not asking you to remember
everything about the first meeting, but how did you see and how did you engage in those first
couple discussions?

JL:

Some of the first discussions, we had people traveling internationally. We had people overseas.
We had people in China and Italy. And when the borders started to close, it was, that's what I
remember most about that night was how bad the Wi-Fi was in Champ Hall. And I had to drop
out of the meeting to run back to my office to be able to start finding people. We might've had 80
or 90 students and faculty out, that suddenly, we weren't sure if we could get them home.

TW:

Okay. So, international people that were either scholars or students that were international at the
time and trying to figure out their safe return to the States.

MG:

Yeah. Borders were starting to close. And how were we going to get the university affiliated,
where there was students, faculty, staff? How were we going to get them back?

[0:10:00]
You know, we actually, I mean, we did pretty good. We had even some student groups like, you
know? But we had a couple faculty members that they, it was a struggle to get them back.
TW:

So, on May 13 of 2020, the president actually formed the COVID [coronavirus disease] Task
Force. And I know there was an Action Committee and a Stabilization Committee. In that spring
semester of 2020, what role did Risk Management Services play on the task force and on those
committees? And what were some of the things that you directly worked on?

JL:

So, a subset of the COVID [coronavirus disease] Action Committee was the COVID [coronavirus
disease] Safety Committee. And ultimately, Mike ended up the chair of it. But as the subset of the
Action Committee, what the Safety Committee had to do was review – The President had asked
all the departments across campus to put together a COVID [coronavirus disease] safety plan, an
operating plan to come back to the office for how they were going to operate during COVID
[coronavirus disease].
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So, the Safety Committee reviewed every single one of those, all, any event was approved had to
be approved by the Safety Committee. So, we collected, essentially, we ran point, collecting all
the plans for all departments and all events.
MG:

Even as a precursor to the Safety Committee, closer to that March 13 date, as we started to figure
out that COVID [coronavirus disease] really was in the valley and that we were going to have to
figure out how to deal with a safe work environment, Jarrod and I started meeting with
departments. We'd have departments call and say, "Hey, what do we need to do? What can we
do?"

[0:11:52]
And, again, we talked about, you know, we went and started to try and address, how do we
mitigate some of these strategies? Do we put up Plexiglass? Do we talk about spreading people
out? Do we work on different shifts? Do we work from home? Do we wear a mask? Do we not
wear a mask? Do we, you know, just all of the just trying to even answer questions?
And, you know, at the time, we were all trying to figure it out. We joke a little bit. We were kind
of making it up as we went. And in all reality, we were making it up as we went.
TW:

So, the decision, I know, was to move classes to remote. And there were definitely elements, I
know I've talked to folks in the sciences and natural resources about the field trips or some lab
work that you just couldn't make remote, so it was a challenge for them to complete that semester.
But what were some of the discussions and decisions about canceling events, the graduation?
Were we going to have graduation spring of 2020, the Summer Citizens youth camps, which we
usually have in the summer? Paint that picture.

MG:

Yeah. Jarrod, maybe.

TW:

We'll start with Jarrod.

MG:

It was, the whole pandemic in the beginning was a moving target, where I remember being on the
phone one day with some folks with extension, telling them that they couldn't have, and this was
later on, telling them they couldn't have their outdoor picnic because of COVID [coronavirus
disease]. And the governor came. I hanged up the phone, look at the newspaper, or my screen.
And the governor just announced, "No, it's okay now."
So, essentially, what the role that risk management stepped into was, again, it's kind of a support
role. We would sit down with the president, or it gets a little nerve-racking when the president
knows your name and calls you out in meetings.

[0:14:10]
But essentially, she would say, "Okay, here's what we're thinking of doing. What are the risks
here? What are the benefits? Let's do an analysis and see if we can make a decision."
And as variants came out and the pandemic moved along, it just, it ended up being, from our
standpoint, the university is a very large conservative organization. We joke in Risk all the time
that what we might personally do is a lot different than what we would recommend the institution
do. And out of an abundance of caution, we just had to move forward. And things had to be
canceled. None of them are easy decisions.
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TW:

Just to be clear, they weren't your decisions.

MG:

No.

TW:

They were just asking you for your feedback from your experiences.

MG:

Yeah. We met three nights a week for two, three, four hours at a time with the Action Committee,
not Stabilization, but different committees. And they're just trying to deliberate and decide, "Can
we have these events?" You know, you talked about senior citizens. I mean, there was that
vulnerable population that we just couldn't come up with a way to mitigate the risk. And if you
can't mitigate the risk, then you have to address whether or not the risk is worth taking.
And, you know, some of those decisions were heart-wrenching for some departments. Event
Services, that was their baby. They had been having these opportunities for these folks for a
number of years. They had folks that were coming and had come for 10, 12, 13, 14, 15 years in a
row. They love coming to Logan. We love having them.

[0:16:18]
And yet there was no way that we could provide for their safety in such an unknown, uncharted
territory. So, those were just, you know, long, drawn-out, deliberate discussions.
TW:

So, I mean, were there specific issues that you put on the table? Did you whiteboarded? How did
you get to, you know, "Looking at it, we cannot mitigate all of the potential risks here and the
liability that the university would have"? So, I mean –

JL:

It was, I don't know that we ever really whiteboarded it, but there was core value that got
identified early on. And that was the university's mission is to teach students. And so, if we
approached it from that way, to start with, we would ask, is the Senior Citizen program going to
help or harm our ability to teach students? And for a while in the beginning, anything that became
a threat to being able to teach students just, we couldn't do it.
So, maybe if we could have found a way to do the Summer Citizens program safely, we may still
have chosen not to because we couldn't find a good way for the student population and the senior
citizen population to interaction. And so, before these committees were formally created, we had
I don't know that it was ad hoc because everybody was assigned, but we had a committee that
would meet at 8:15 every morning.

[0:18:02]
We'd talk for, I don't know, an hour or maybe two hours. And we'd all take a break and work;
then another group would come back around 2:00. And then we'd go for a while. And then
another group would come back around 4:00. And we did this for months. And so, we would lay
out in the – And it's funny in our case because the office we were in is about this size. Our offices
sit kind of an L to each other. But we could spend eight hours a day in our offices on Zoom, right
next to each other, and we'd never see each other.
MG:

With our door shut.

JL:

Yeah, with our door's shut. But that was just the nature of the world. And Zoom actually ended up
being fairly beneficial for those large meetings because you could have all the people there. You
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could throw up a temporary policy, like the face-covering policy that we're all working on and
just do the editing right there and get it done.
MG:

Yeah, early on, they were very much working groups. I mean, we talked a little bit about
whiteboarding. But, you know, and we did in that we created policies a little bit on the fly. We
edited them definitely on the fly. Mica could share her screen. And then we would talk. And then
she would just edit. Very, very productive meetings. But, you know, they were one, two, three
hours at a time. So, we did kind of work through all of those pieces.

[0:19:52]
You know, and the interesting part was there were all kinds of other entities. There was COVID
[coronavirus disease], but then you had these OSHA rules that said you have to provide for a safe
work environment. Now, how do you provide for a safe environment for a virus that you can't
see, you don't know if it's around? And that was challenging.
TW:

And we were still learning about the spread. And the CDC [Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention] had some. And I know the librarians and archivists, and I'm an archivist by training,
weren't sure if you could spread it through the air or touch or–

JL:

Yeah. Was it touch? You know? So, we wiped everything down 100 times. Was it airborne? We
actually, out of Facilities, we set up a not quite a HAZMAT [hazardous materials] team but a
cleaning team that could go in and decontaminate a room if we needed to, and because we just
didn't know. We were pulling every mitigation strategy we could find out of the air. And it only
took us a couple weeks to realize we would never be able to clean a room in a fashion because it
was taking three to four days at the soonest to get a test back. By the time we knew somebody
was positive to clean a room, the studies had already gone through.

MG:

Yeah. They cleaned it two or three times. The spread had already happened.

JL:

But yeah, we thought – "we." Risk was part of this, but the university spent a lot of time thinking
about how to handle a university closure, how we would do it. We ended up going through an
exercise where we had departments identify essential personnel. And we printed up ID badges.

TW:

That's perfect. I was going to ask a lot of questions about that. So, how exactly did that discussion
– because as we move to remote classes, we also started to have people work from home. But
how did those discussion start to unfold?

[0:22:04]
MG:

Well, what we started to do is like, okay, if we're going to send people home, the university is a
large city. You can't just shut the doors, turn out the lights, turn off the heat, and leave. If you
remember, some of this was, a lot of this was during the winter. And so, we couldn't just shut
down campus. And we knew that we were going to have to have some folks here, whether it was
facilities or others. And, you know, we started to try and figure out who were essential personnel.
And it's a little bit comical looking back. We started to try and identify who is essential. Well,
everyone wants to be essential. And so, as we start this discussion of who's essential, we really
had to go back to the department and say, "Would you identify all of these?" Well, we're all
essential.
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And they would send us a list of everyone in the department. So, it started out early in COVID
[coronavirus disease], "I want to be an essential employee. I have to be here." And we worked
through that process and whittled it down. But we talked about, you know, facilities. How do we
keep the lights on?
We had housing where we had students living in dorms. So, the RAs [resident assistants] needed
to stay. Housing needs to stay, Student Services because we still had residents here dining,
Safety, Security, police addressing all of those needs. And it became, it started to become pretty
clear that, you know, there really are a lot of essential employees to try and manage this big city
we call Utah State University.
You know, so, you take that, and you'd go, you know, two to three months later, and you'd start
talking about, "Okay, we're going to work from home and work remote." And now all of a
sudden, everyone, "Hey, I want to work remote." "Wait a minute. Two months ago, you were an
essential employee, wanted to be here, wanted an ID card that gave you the ability to come and be
here."
[0:24:15]
Two months later, you know, tides kind of change. It's like, "Oh, no, I can do my job remote. I
want to work from home. Oh, I don't want to come back. I don't feel safe. I want to continue to
work from home." So, there was this really interesting dichotomy between just the way things
evolved.
JL:

Yeah. It's interesting where Risk Management intersected with a lot of this because we ended up
being kind of the boots on the ground, risk manager, manage risk by wandering around, because I
don't know that we ever – We never worked remotely except times we were in quarantine. But we
would, just being present here and then being able to go meet with a department, go over to the
DDE [Dolores Doré Eccles] with the child care and walk through how they could serve children,
and then come back and report up through the Action Committee peers. And the president made
all the decision.
But to be able to come back and say, "All right, we went and met with these people. Here's what
we found. Here's what we think would be a good mitigation plan. Do we want to move forward or
not?"

MG:

"And here are our recommendation."

JL:

We just spent months doing that. But I think that's where the lucky happenstance of having two
people who've been here since God was born probably.

TW:

Relying on your experience.

JL:

Yeah.

TW:

It was important to have experienced folks in various positions throughout the university
structure, the organizational structure. So, through the summer, because the decisions made in
June of 2020, the students were going to return to campus in the fall, and you just talked a little
bit about some of those meetings. And I know because I, the dean, and the other associate dean
have you come over and look at study rooms.
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[0:26:14]
And you came into this room. And I said, "How many people safely could be in the Fife room for
instruction?" And we were moving chairs around. And it sounds like that occupied a lot of your
time. There was also a process that you followed so that it wasn't a whole new ballgame each
time somebody came. So, there was a form and a series of questions and all that. Could we walk
through what that looked like?
And you had talked about it evolving over time a little bit as far as your response to things as we
are learning new things. But what did it look like over the summer as we were preparing for the
fall semester and the return of the students?
MG:

After we had left.

TW:

Actually, after they had left in March, because I'm sure it wasn't a 40-hour work week. But it
might've been. Did you have time for vacations in the summer of 2020?

JL:

No. It's been a long pandemic.

MG:

Jarrod and I work 60 hours a week at least the first year and probably 50 hours a week kind of the
second year as we got things figured out. There was not a lot of time off. There actually was a lot
of weekends and late nights.

JL:

I do think that as part of that, the templates that were put together early on when everyone went
home continued – We don't love templates as a rule simply because we want people to think
outside of the checkbox when we're trying to mitigate risk. But for these departmental SOPs
[Standard Operating Procedures] or the event SOPs [Standard Operating Procedures], while the
templates didn't – I'd forgotten about the spreadsheet from that state that we followed every, what
was the – I can't remember what it was called.

[0:28:11]
MG:

Yeah.

JL:

You know, the state would come out with red, green, yellow. And they had a template. And then
they had –

TW:

Ellis Bruch and I looked at that on a pretty regular basis.

JL:

Yeah. And they had, you know, even that was a moving target. And then there were Levels 1, 2,
3, 4. And it was, I think we saw some of the complication in a way that others didn't simply
because we deal – We're not like statewide campus where the sole responsibility is statewide
campus or Logan, where the sole responsibility is just Logan. We're looking at all of them.
So, I probably read 400 or 500 extension event mitigation plans that just, you just did it. I don't
think anybody worried about workdays or length of workday. That's just a job that needed to be
done. And to be honest, a big portion of that was exactly what we did coming off our meeting
with you guys.
People wanted to be able to talk it through, have someone else, you know, hear what their ideas
were and be able to say, "Yeah, that sounds like a good idea," or, "Yeah, based on our experience,
I probably wouldn't do that."
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MG:

Yeah. By and large, departments really wanted to do the right thing, whether that was for their
employees, the students, the university at large. And they were just clamoring for here's our
thoughts: just somebody to say, "Yeah, I think you've done a good job," or, "Yeah, we really like
this, but let's think about these kinds of things. Let's talk about your event. You know, should we,
you know" – You know, graduation's an example. Should we put 20,000 people on the spectrum?

[0:30:09]
And, you know, we concluded pretty early that that was probably not a great idea. So, we tried to
break it up into smaller groups where we could spread more people out, where there was some
social distancing to even get to a point where we thought that we could mitigate the risks enough
to have these events.
JL:

The other side of it too was that COVID [coronavirus disease], as I'm sure you guys have
experienced, COVID [coronavirus disease], it wasn't a middle-of-the-ground, middle-of-the-road
pandemic. You had people who were sure it was the next bubonic plague, and we're all going to
die, and people who just felt like it was a cold and everything was fine. And there was no middle
ground.
And we learned fairly early on that there was just no way we were going to make both groups
happy. There was no way to make both groups happy. So, that's another part where we're able to
just fall back on our mission is to educate students. If it becomes a threat to that mission, then we
can't do it. And that was pretty helpful because we'd get at least one, two phone calls a day from –
That's actually something else we just assigned to do was – I was going to tell my funny Qualtrics
story. And I'm going to tell you anyway.

MG:

I was going to bring it up too.

JL:

I know nothing about Qualtrics. I've never used it. I'm a theater guy. I point lights at things. We're
in the middle of one of these big – This is early on, but it's one of the big impromptu meetings
where we're all on Zoom. There's a bunch of people in Champ Hall. And Mica McKinney
volunteers to the president that, "Jarrod's a Qualtrics wiz. He can throw together a report that will
capture all the travel." And maybe we were together. I don't know.

[0:32:06]
MG:

Yeah. I remember going, "Risk Management could do that, yeah." And we're like –

JL:

"Yep. We can do that." And so, I'm sitting in the meeting trying to teach myself Qualtrics as fast
as I – Fortunately, it's fairly easy, but yeah, I –

MG:

Jarrod literally is in the meeting pulling up Qualtrics, creating an account, learning how to do it,
putting the survey together. And by the end of the meeting two hours later, "Okay. I have a
survey."

JL:

But then we just kept doing those things all the time. And every day was a new adventure.
Coming back, bringing the students back was, planning for that was a challenge. Housing was
going to be a real issue. Working through the process for the Case Containment Team, and the
COVID [coronavirus disease] questionnaire, and how that came in, and that workflow, there's so
many players and so many people who needed to know and make work that there were times

USU COVID-19 2022: MIKE GEORGE AND JARROD LARSEN

10

where we really just had to bring everybody in, sit them down, and say, "Okay, guys, here's our
goal: I know you think this. I know you think this." But –
TW:

My question was going to relate to the COVID [coronavirus disease] testing on campus, and the
Containment Team, and what role, if any, did Risk Management Services play in those
discussions from the get-go through the fall, and fall of 2020, spring of 2021?

JL:

So, we were intimately involved with all of it. But we also, I'll speak for myself, I kind of acted
like the background driver in the sense that you've got Emergency Management with Ellis' team.

[0:33:59]
They are heavy in the weeds. You've got Dining heavy in the weeds, Housing. And there just
needed to be someone that could pull that and have a couple of come-to-Jesus meetings where we
say, "Here's the process. It's going to work this way, and we're going to follow it. We may not get
it right, but we're doing the best we can with that we've got." And, I mean, that's another whole
Risk Management patch, because if something falls about, call us.
So, there were a lot of late-night calls early on with, "Hey, so-and-so's – I'm Jeff, the RA [resident
assistant]. And this kid that lives with me, he's coughing and wheezing. I don't know what to do.
Do I need to bring in a HAZMAT [hazardous materials] team?"
And, you know, it's 11:30 at night. And you just figure it out to the point now where we've just
got this streamline process for the next pandemic when we're all dead.
MG:

One of the other things that I would say is, to the polarization of that, we would get – One of the
surveys that we did create was the ability for people to submit concerns. And we had equal
amounts of parents saying, "I cannot believe you guys are taking this serious. You're wrecking
my child's education. I'm going to pull my kids out of the university. If you're not going to let
them play hockey, then we're done. We're leaving." We're like, "I'm sorry you feel that way." And
the never next e-mail that we would get was, "I can't believe you're not taking this more serious.
You're making my student come and be educated. You know, you're exposing them."

[0:35:59]
And there was just no middle ground. And we tried to address every concern. We talked with lots
of parents, faculty, others. You know, we had some frequent flyers that would write pretty
regularly. We had some frequent flyers that would monitor spaces and building pretty regularly
and let us know when people were not wearing masks, or not following the rules, or being unsafe,
as they said. So, you know, that was another piece. There was a whole PR [public relations] piece
that we played as well.
We worked a lot with Amanda DeRito, and UMAC [University Marketing & Communication],
and their team to try and come up with the right balance. And that was the best we could come up
with is what is the right balance? We could've swung one way and shut the university down lock,
stock, and barrel, swung it the other way, and just said, "Ah, business as usual." But the tricky
part was really trying to come to that right middle equilibrium between being cautious,
concerned, careful, and still providing education primarily.
We talk a lot about that student experience and how disruptive this has been to the student
experience. We had whole incoming classes that their senior year of high school was COVID
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[coronavirus disease]. From home, they'd come to college hoping to have a college experience
and continued to have some, you know, remote classes.
[0:38:06]
And, you know, I feel really bad for some of the students. And the college experience that I
remember that was important to me that was really my college experience, you know, they either
didn't have or definitely had a different experience and kind of has been delayed. And it's getting
better.
TW:

So, I know one of the things, because they try to give the students as much of a what you would
call a typical college experience as possible that first academic year, that being a public space in
the library, and I know this was true at the Taggart Center and other places, we had health
ambassadors go around and say, "Hey, you know, do you have a mask? Here. So, your mask is
more effective when it's over your nose."
And, I mean, did Risk Management Services play into any of the decisions to try to mitigate the
risk, like provide some kind of experience, as Mike is talking, about to the student?

JL:

So, we didn't directly come up with or oversee the Health Ambassadors. Administratively, I think
the university did thread the needle fairly well. That was Vice President Morales' idea. And I
think it started off really well.

MG:

I think the idea was to have their peers, you know, instead of an administrator or a manager of an
area, come in, you know, really, the thought of having some peers help educate.

JL:

It's beneficial to have the students, you know – We definitely supported that because the students
use campus. They live in campus in a way that faculty, staff, administrators don't.

[0:40:03]
That's something we've seen in Risk Management, that we do these night walks with the students
every year just to explore dark, scary places, if there are any. And being able to see how campus
flows as a student is pretty eye-opening. And I think having those students be able to work as
Health Ambassadors, the RAs [resident assistants] were doing the same kind of thing in the
housing units, that was a really good idea. That really helped. I know that in the residential, the
on-campus housing, that was a real challenge particularly because of the polarization.
You had the COVID [coronavirus disease] police, and you had the COVID [coronavirus disease]
deniers. They may live in the same apartment. And they would tattle on everyone, and those poor
RAs [resident assistants] they were –
TGRW: Fun times.
JL:

Yeah.

MG:

You know, think about I live in the dorm, but now I can't bring friends to my house. I can't have
visitors, even to the point where maybe the person that lives next door can't even come to my
apartment.

JL:

And that first testing experience, when we – wastewater, learned of this too, the Student Living
Center. Again, it was inventing something on the fly as to how we're going to do this. And the
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president dived right down in. And we were bussing people down to the North Cache IHC
[Intermountain Healthcare] to get tested.
And it was still four, five, even seven days. And we had, it wasn't really a whiteboard, but I had
this map of all the units with the beds and who was where. And as the tests came back in, we
could clear them, and RAs [resident assistant] hounding us about, "Can you clear the apartment
yet? Or do they still have to quarantine?" Those were fun times.
[0:42:09]
TW:

Were you involved, Risk Management Services, in the actual moving of some of the positive
cases to an isolation dorm that first year? Because I know in the second year, they just changed
their full approach.

JL:

We didn't directly get involved. We were there when the process was created. That was part of it.
And then we were there as consultants should it ever happen, should it be necessary.

MG:

Housing kind of took the lead on that space. Although it did come back to Risk, to Jarrod
primarily, to clear the apartment. "Can this apartment move?" "Yes, we have all of that."
The other thing to remember is now we're starting to deal with health records, and, you know,
HIPAA, and all of the regulatory pieces. So, it got to be, you know, it was another challenge.
"Hey, is so-and-so sick?" Well, we really can't talk about whether they're sick, or their health, or
what.
Students, employees, I mean, we had the same issues with employees. A supervisor called and
said, "Hey, Jim's not at work today. What can you tell me?" "Jim may be off for the next 7 to 10
days." That's all we could tell him. You know, so that was another piece that complicated it. So,
when they're clearing rooms or moving people, we had to say, "Yes, we're moving this. And, you
know, there has been an exposure." "Well, who exposed me?" Well, you can't really share that.
"You have come in contact with a known positive," and trying to navigate that in a respectful way
because, you know, you get the phone call that says, "You've been exposed." "Where? When?
Why? How?" "I really can't tell you any of that." And the anxiety would just ratchet up, and up,
and up.

[0:44:13]
JL:

Yeah, the risk from COVID [coronavirus disease], it scaled up really quickly and stayed here. But
then all these incidental risks because of our response to COVID [coronavirus disease] started to
grow. Like, we certainly don't want a lawsuit for disclosing someone's personal information. And
so, it's just kind of balancing these two as we go along.
I'm pretty grateful for the administrative team we had that listened and kind of understood that
whole give and take, you know? And there were some pretty crazy – I don't want to say crazy
ideas out there, but there were requests. "We want to send a survey out to all of our staff to know
who has underlying health conditions." On the surface, they wanted to help. On the backside,
that's a lawsuit waiting to happen.

MG:

And, "Okay, we're going to start collecting everyone's health information. Let me just put it on
my computer. I'll be the custodian of this." Like, we really can't do that. You know, you look
back on it now, and some of those are kind of humorous. At the time, it was challenging.
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JL:

You learn pretty quickly who was good at Excel and who wasn't, who was good at muting their
mic and who wasn't.

[0:45:47]
TW:

So, in the current academic year of 2021-2022, the State Legislature, I know the previous session,
so early 2021, mandated that all publicly funded universities in the state of Utah provide 75% to
80% of the in-person courses that they had offered in person in the fall of 2019. I think they also
reduced the mask mandate to an encourage. And I think they reduced or maybe even got rid of
the social distancing guidelines at one point, anyway. What did that mean at Risk Management?

JL:

Frustration. You know, the legislature, God bless them, you know, we joke internally. The only
people smarter than doctors and scientists are elected officials. And, you know, they were making
decisions based on constituents and that. And it really kind of tied our hands. You know, they
came back and said, "You can't require masks." Okay. We can't require masks. Well, we go back
to these OSHA standards: How do we still provide a safe environment?
And, again, back to this polarization, there were lots of folks that wanted masks. And there were
lots of folks that said, "I'm done with it." And it cleared some barriers that people saw, having the
legislature make a decision. But it created a bunch of other barriers that I'm sure were unintended
in that we know that we're never going to eliminate all the risks that the university faces. That's, I
mean, part of getting education is to take a risk. Our goal is always to mitigate it to an acceptable
level. Or the university could just say, "Yeah, we're willing to take the risk because it's what we
do."

[0:48:01]
But in there, with COVID [coronavirus disease] the way it was, as soon as the legislature tied our
hands with masks, social distancing, vaccine mandates, and all of a sudden, once we didn't have
those mitigation strategies, thing that people wanted to do maybe didn't work anymore. We
wouldn't be able to have a big gathering, like an end-of-year bash because there weren't any
safety measures we could put in place such that we would feel comfortable with it. It was a weird
time, not that the whole pandemic wasn't a weird time.
MG:

Yeah, literally, for two years, it has been a moving target. And, you know, even, you know, at the
beginning of the school years, numbers were going down. It was summer. Everyone was outside.
And we thought, we may be in pretty good shape. And then along comes a new variant, and a
new variant. And, you know, it just reset the clock. It started things over. And, you know, some
decisions were easier because of the history that we have. But others were just as difficult.

JL:

Yeah. A lingering effect we're having right now is international travel. Thanks to the, early on in
the pandemic, and this totally made sense, but the US [United States] Department of State
followed the CDC [Centers for Disease Control and Prevention] guidelines and gave every
country in the world a Level 4 do not travel advisory, which means this is going to be really tough
for USU [Utah State University] to say, "Hey, we're smarter than the federal government." It's not
tough to say. We could say it. But to defend it is a challenge, that we'll just send students out even
though they say no.

[0:50:06]
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And we had, as things went down, and it looked like we were going to be able to, this would be
last summer, we were going to be able to open up some international travel again, but then as the
new Omicron or the new variants came along, we had one poor student who was trying to go to
Spain. We'd met with him. We felt like he had a good mitigation plan. He was vaccinated. He had
all the things in place.
And Spain dropped to a Level 3, and we called him and said, "Hey, it looks like you're going to
be able to go. Pack your bags, whatever." And the next day, the new variant came out. And boom,
Spain was back at Level 4, and we had to cancel him. That probably happened to him twice.
MG:

Twice. Yeah, I feel really bad.

JL:

And we're still – something that's grown out of the pandemic now is we're meeting individually
with every student that's going on an independent study abroad trip just to make to make sure
that, you know, they've thought through everything they need to think through.

MG:

One of the things to try and get things back to some semblance of normal, we have a lot of
majors, international communications that require an international experience. And so, you know,
how do you deal with we've got the Department of State that says France, UK [United Kingdom],
all of these places are a Level 4 do not travel. So, how do you weigh that against the need of a
student, and their educational experience, and their need to have an international experience?

[0:51:56]
So, as part of Risk Management, three years ago, we created the International Travel Oversight
Committee so that Risk Management didn't have to make these decisions in a vacuum. And I
think, you know, luckily, we had this in place. And so, as things kind of got better, we started to
have this discussion: What is best practice? We looked at other universities, and all universities
are struggling with the same issue.
And we finally came up with, "Okay, if those countries are a Level 3 or 4 only because of
COVID [coronavirus disease], let's create what we would call an enhanced health and safety plan
with the student, the student put it together, to try and mitigate those risks again."
And then Jarrod and I met with every single one of them. And we looked at, "Do you have
insurance?" Have you been vaccinated? Do you have resources in country, boots on the ground?"
We talked about, "Hey, listen, if you were to test positive, do you have a plan? Do you have a
safe place to quarantine?"
To get back into the States even today, you have to have a negative test 24 hours before you
travel. So, what are you going to do if you go through your whole thing, and the day before you're
coming back, you test positive? You know, we joke with the students a little bit about, "Hey,
don't spend your last $300 on souvenirs and trinkets until you get that negative test. You may
need that for a hotel room, an Airbnb."
But that's one of the things that we've been able to do is meet with the students and work with
them individually on a plan and talk to them about, "Hey, how are you going to deal with this?
What would you do in this situation?" And we've been able to work through all of the plans, work
through with all of the students to create a plan that we feel comfortable recommending to the
ITOC [International Travel Oversight Committee] to approve their travel.
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[0:54:07]
ITOC [International Travel Oversight Committee] then in turn makes that recommendation to the
provost, to the president, who make the ultimate decisions. I think one of the success stories is
that process and the ability – You know, I'm pretty proud of what we were able to do particularly
with international travel meeting with these students. We've been able to work through a plan that
everything – every one of them have been approved.
Some of those were a fairly iterative processes: "Hey, have you thought about this?" "Okay. Let
me go back and work on this and come back." "Hey, let's make sure you add this, and this, and
this." These are the things that we worry about. So, we have been able to allow a number of
students to do some travel to countries that were a Level 3, Level 4 because of COVID
[coronavirus disease]. Here just recently, in the last 10 days, State Department has now come in
and redefined a lot of those countries down to a 1 or a 2. So, that's made that easier.
But these were student that had to get visas three or four months in advance. They had to sign up
and pay for lodging, and tuition, and get accepted to programs. So, it was pretty challenging to
balance Department of State "don't travel" and the fact that we've wrecked these students'
educational experience.
JL:

You know, I think if there's a silver lining to the pandemic, it has been that, from the Risk
Management side, departments and units across campus, they've really started to think about risk
in a different way and to how we handle it. And it's brought a lot of visibility to parts of campus
that maybe haven't always been as visible to everybody.

[0:56:08]
I know with USU [Utah State University] was one of the few land-grant colleges that was able to
keep their 4‑H programs up and running the whole years. And I knew we did a lot. I've been told
that we service about 30,000 youth a year. But we kept over 400 programs going during COVID
[coronavirus disease] all across the state. And that Extension team was amazing. But we'd get
things down to a science, where now, my confidence level and what Extension is doing with
youth programs, which were, that's always scary from a risk management standpoint, my
confidence in what they're doing is extremely high now because we went through this horrible,
awful thing together, and learned from each other. And now I know more of what Extension does
and what they mean by the livestock show. They know what I'm going to be looking for when I
want a plan. And the pandemic has been able to sync up a lot of pieces that maybe weren't in sync
before.
So, we do that with departments. I mean, even like the people we met during the pandemic that
we've come over and now talked to who have put a face to our names, somebody would say, "Oh,
I'll just call Jarrod or [unclear]. He'll make something up."
TW:

So, it's increased your visibility in ways that have extended beyond the pandemic.

MG:

Yeah, I think so.

TW:

How would you gauge – it sounds like 60-hour-a-week work weeks the first year and 50-hour
work weeks the second year can be pretty grueling. How did you two hold up mentally,
physically during those two years?
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[0:57:58]
JL:

We're just nuts. We got our butts kicked. I mean, honestly, it has been a long two years. Last
December, we actually were calm enough that I think I took two weeks. And I just turned off. But
it's the thing about it is sometimes someone has to step up and do it. There's not always a – This is
part of where my theater background comes in. If the main curtain's not going to open, the show
happens at 7:00. The curtain's got to open. Right or wrong, you got to go up and fix the curtain
and open it.
And the pandemic was a lot of that, where there was a virus out there nobody knew anything
about. Nobody was really sure what to do. The guidance didn't seem to make a ton of sense. And
if someone just had to step in and show up.

MG:

We really, you know, if not us, who? And if not now, when? And it was easier. In some ways, it
was just easier to be in the middle of it, to see it from all different sides than to be looking at it
from the sideline. It just was easier to be front and center and moving things forward.

JL:

That wasn't universal for our counterparts in the state.

TW:

Talk about that a little bit. I was curious. You had mentioned it earlier. Do you check in with Risk
Management Services at the University of Utah, at Weber State, at others? What was their
experiences compared to yours?

JL:

No one was as involved as we were. The risk manager at SUU [Southern Utah University] was
close.

[1:00:02]
Ironically, we have a bigger staff than everyone but the USU [University of Utah]. And there's
only two of us.
MG:

You know, at the University of Utah, their risk managers, they went home. They work from
home. And, you know, we joke. They work from home. You know, but we did work a lot with
different counterparts. You know, our counterpart at SUU [Southern Utah University] called and
said, "We're going to have to set up a testing center. What in the world do we do?"
And when we had our testing center up, I said, "Listen, you're welcome to come up." He says, "I
can't." I literally took my iPad, and we FaceTimed. And I walked through the whole process. You
know, we started at registration. "Here's what we do." He's like, "Hey, turn to the left. I want to
see this." We walked through the testing. We walked through the cueing of students and how we
managed that even to the back of the house, and the testing, and the results, and how we
communicated.
So, we set up a lot of our practices and procedures here. And we shared them with anyone that
wanted to see them. You know, I think we talked with The U [University of Utah]. And they were
pretty much hands off. They were not involved in the COVID [coronavirus disease] response.
SUU [Southern Utah University], Risk was very much involved but maybe two or three steps
behind where USU [Utah State University] was.
We spoke with, you know, [unclear], Weber as well. Some of the other smaller schools had an
advantage just because the numbers were so much smaller. It was just easier to manage.
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[1:02:03]
But yeah, we interacted with them in varying levels and decisions. We'd call and say, "Hey, what
are you doing? Okay. You're not doing anything. That's not going to help." "Oh, that's a good
idea." How do we glean some information from that and then tailor it to what we're doing here,
and vice versa? They did the same.
TGRW: You both have spoken to the difficulty in navigating disagreements between two parties, you
know, those who say the pandemic isn't as bad as it is or is worse than it is. How does Risk
Management specifically, you know, find out a case study? Walk through step by step how Risk
Management responds to a disagreement that has arisen about, you know, how many people can
be in a room, how do we go back to in-person classes, just anything that you, I mean –
MG:

You know, sometimes people just wanted to be heard. And so, sometimes we just needed to
listen. Sometimes they had an argument, and we came back to say, "Listen, this is the position the
university's taking." And that's what we fell back to. "You can like it or not like it, but this is the
position that the university has taken." And for the most part, it was a pretty consistent position.
And so, that was helpful.
It was really helpful that UMAC [University Marketing & Communication], and the president,
and Risk Management, Emergency Management, we were really all on the same page. We talked
about these long, long meetings. The value there was we really did get to the same page.

[1:04:04]
Consensus might be a little bit strong, but we came to an understanding: This is the position. We
had some pretty strong leadership in the president. We had some pretty strong leadership with the
provost, Legal Counsel, Risk Management. And so, that really was helpful because you can't
really argue with someone's belief that COVID [coronavirus disease] is nothing, no more worse
than the flu. You can't argue.
"Well, I know that's how you feel. Here's the position the university's going to take. You know,
I'm sorry that you think we should shut down everything. You know, you can't believe that we're
having x event or this. You know, we've looked at it. We've addressed the strategies. We've done
everything we can to make it as safe as we can. This is the position of the university." That was
probably the only solid ground that we had.
JL:

It also really helped that there were, I don't know, there were probably six or seven of us that
were in a constant text chain with each other, like Legal Counsel, PR [public relationships] and
Marketing, Risk, where anytime a question came up, we'd all get on the same page. And then
we'd start disseminating that information so that we could do that. And it didn't matter day or
night.

MG:

You know, there were lots of formal meetings. But I will tell you, there were a lot of texts that
said, "Hey, can you jump on a Zoom call for 10 minutes?" And that would be anywhere from
8:00 at night when we got home to as late as 10:00.

[1:05:55]
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JL:

So, if we got into some nasty disagreements like that, we literally would go case by case with, I
mean, it was Amanda DeRito, Mica, us. Ellis was frequently there. And we'd just sit there and
say, "Hey, this person's expressed this concern. How do we address it? What can we do? What
are our options on either side?"

MG:

It really was case by case, I will say, because everything was unique. You know, sometimes it
was, you know, the DDE [Dolores Doré Eccles] or someone in Clinical Services that serves, you
know, a vulnerable population. Their concerns and their issues were real and very different from
a professor in a geology class. You know, you go from infants that have underlying health issues
to college-age students, they could have the very same issue or concern and ask for the very same
thing. And then depending on the situation, the circumstances, the answers could be wildly
different.

JL:

Because those are some, like the Autism Research Program, I can't think of the name now, but, I
mean, they're helping these kids who are heavy on the spectrum that if they miss four months of
instruction or work, it dramatically impacts their whole life and the life of their family.

MG:

Yeah. And so, there wasn't any good way to – even with all the templates we created and
everything in the background, we had to keep the flexibility that we could deal with this situation
because the impacts were – You learned a lot of people's living rooms and the home offices
because you saw them a lot. You knew everybody's pets. You know what they got for Christmas
because it's sitting there in the background.

[1:08:05]
JL:

But you also learned how many people were like affected by the public-school closures, the, "Oh,
I didn't realize you had kids there." You know what I mean? "This really has impacted your
ability to even function here on this team." And we need to be sensitive to each unique situation.
And at the end of the day, no, not everyone was happy with me, at least. There were some angry
parents out there that they're just going to be angry. And there's some faculty members who were
very thrilled with me because I took the time and we just walked through it. But it's just the
pandemic. It's just a job.

TGRW: So, individually for both of you, what have been the most significant lessons you've taken away
from this whole experience personally and professionally?
MG:

That's a good one. I think the ability to think on your feet. One of the things that I have valued a
lot is we have the luxury of having two folks in Risk Management. We would meet with people a
lot. And then we'd say, "Okay, we're going to talk amongst ourselves. And you're welcome to
listen." And we would work through things. We would go, you know, "What about this? What
about that?"
You know, and even, I mean, sometimes we don't always agree. Someone has to make a decision.
But I appreciated the collaborative efforts between Jarrod and I, but even this other group. And,
you know, so it was very collaborative.

[1:10:00]
Like I said, we may not have always agreed, but once we decided this was the position, then we
moved forward. So, I think there's some value in that, you know, taking feedback and
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collaboration. But once you've made a decision, then you move forward, kind of a united, you
know, move forward.
You now, we talk about one of the things that's been beneficial for me are the relationships that
were built. We got to go out to see a lot of the university in their departments to talk about what
they did, you know, how they were set up.
You know, we met a lot of people that we'd only talked to on the phone. We were able to meet
with a lot of people face to face. And that's been just invaluable, particularly as things started to
change and we had to call and say, "Hey, yeah, we know we were going to do this, but here's
where we're at." So, some of those personal connections made those bad phone calls a little
easier.
JL:

Yeah. I would agree. I think, personally, I don't know. This is, I do feel like there were a lot of
unique pieces that clicked in the right places at the right time that, like, the way Mike and I talk
when we're exploring an idea was exactly what most of the faculty members needed or
department heads when we sat down and talked. And it was like Mike saying, "I know we're Risk
Management, but we don't the answer. We're going to talk amongst ourselves. You listen. And
they get to see the process." And I think that that worked 90% of the time across campus.

[1:12:03]
And I definitely will take that with me. Even in Zoom meetings, we just stop and say, "All right.
Let's work this out." So, that has been invaluable, I think, and being able to recognized that that's
what's beneficial to the people we're serving because what we're saying is, "Hey, we're working
through your specific process. I'm not going to pawn you off on someone else." Even, I mean,
maybe they do get pawned off on someone else later.
But I think it renewed my commit to, hey, I'm going to do the best job I can to help you. And if
that pays off professionally down the road, I'm going to hold my breath it's contingent under
legislature. We all work for the state, and we know how smart they are.
TW:

Is there anything else you would like to add about your experiences with the COVID [coronavirus
disease] pandemic at Utah State University?

JL:

That I know of, I never got it. And I'm vaccinated. Yeah. We became sacrificial. There's a little
bit of that. It happened in my own at home, where my wife, she's a therapist, so she started doing
all, seeing all of her clients at home in her room. And I was the only one that left. And it felt very
much like she'd text me a list for the grocery store. And, "Okay, yeah, because Jarrod's sacrificial,
he'll go out."

[1:13:58]
And so, there were a lot of things at USU [Utah State University] too that were – Granted, we
volunteered to be the sacrificial one, but, boy, if someone was going to go, I didn't to personally,
but if someone's going to go put on the plastic suit and spray Quat all over the tables, that was
going to be us.
And it was gratifying to know that, as much as you don't want the president to know your name,
to know that she knew that if she called, she was calling because she knew you'd fix it. There's
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also nothing quite as scary as stepping out of a meeting in [unclear] and having her, "Mike, Jarrod
come to my office."
MG:

That was early in the pandemic. It was like I don't think she even knew our names, and just like,
"Hey, come with me." And the next thing you know, you're in the corner in her office saying,
"Okay. How are we going to move this thing forward? What are we going to do?" And it's like,
"Okay. Here we go."

JL:

See if we can go back and be small again. I could do for a month or two of small.

MG:

Yeah. You know, I think it was interesting. I was thinking back the other day. I really thought that
it was going to be three to four months. I really thought, "Okay, we're going to get through this.
We're going to get to herd immunity. It's going to get taken care of." And I was even thinking,
"You know, when this is all done, I'm going to invite this smaller group. I'm going to buy dinner,"
you know, just to say, "Hey, thanks. I really appreciate all you did for us and the camaraderie."
Three months turned into six months that went into a year. And it's two years later. And now it's
like, "Man, I really kind of want to do that." But the group got, is bigger and bigger.

[1:15:54]
And it was like, no, that's just work now. It kind of lost its meaning, I was like, and I was thinking
back about that, you know, what I wanted to do. And now it just doesn't fit right. But it's like it
has been a long two years.
JL:

I think it'll fade away too. I get the feeling that we're just going to naturally move on as we start
getting pulled back into all the other risk things, rockets on the quad.

TW:

Yeah.

MG:

It's interesting that you asked what we were working on before. The things we're working on
today, youth protection, freezers, international travel, the things that we had to put on the shelf,
it's almost a little refreshing that we're pulling them, dusting them off and starting back on issues,
concerns that are not COVID [coronavirus disease]-related.

TW:

Mr. George, Mr. Larsen, I would like to thank you for your time this morning discussing your
experiences during the COVID [coronavirus disease] pandemic at Utah State University.

[End recording – 1:17:03]
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